Persistent but reversible coma in encephalitis.
Nontraumatic coma in adults has a poor prognosis, and late recovery of consciousness is unlikely. Functional recovery is usually extremely poor. However, a few nontraumatic comatose patients have shown late recovery of both awareness and function. A retrospective survey was conducted by reviewing the medical records of all inpatients to our department during the 1990s. Patients with persistent but reversible nontraumatic coma were identified according to the following criteria: (a) deep coma with a Glasgow Coma Scale (GCS) score of 7 or less on admission; (b) nontraumatic cause; (c) persistence of unconsciousness for longer than 1 month; and (d) subsequent recovery of GCS (total) to normal. The clinical spectrum of patients meeting these criteria was evaluated. Six patients (ages 16-75 years) met the criteria. Viral encephalitis was diagnosed in five (two with herpes simplex virus, two with cytomegalovirus, and one with Epstein-Barr virus or cytomegalovirus). Two young female patients with encephalitis manifested extremely protracted coma persisting for 3 and 18 months, respectively. Complications included nonconvulsive status epilepticus in two patients and relative overdose of clonazepam in one patient. Recognition of the clinical spectrum of persistent but reversible nontraumatic coma is important.